pecial Coll 
Hamilton Public Library 


FENIAN FLAGS 


By OLIVER SNODDY 


Fenians on their flags. One is the harp on a green field, which was until 
the present century the most readily identifiable Irish flag and is still in use 
by the Irish naval service. Second is the rayed sun on a green field. The origin 
of this seems to have been in the United States and it was later found in various 
forms as a motif on Irish Volunteer regimental flags and on those of the Free 
State army and its successor. Thirdly there is the inspiration of the flag of the 
United States itself. Last is the tricolour, green, white and orange or yellow. 
Combinations of these devices with added slogans were also in evidence. 
In broad terms the green flag with a harp in the centre seems to have been the 
most used in Ireland while the green fag with the sunburst (or more accurately 
the rayed sun) is more to be associated with the Fenian Brotherhood in the 
United States. 
There are some general references to flags which indicate an awareness of 
particular devices but give no information as to the nature of these devices. 
For example in May 1866 Stephens is quoted by Devoy as saying in New York: 


The Irish Aag—the lag of the Irish Republic will float in an Irish breeze 
beforé New Year’s Day, 1867} 


[penis general designs seem to have been used or envisaged for use by the 


though in the illustration of the reception for Stephens at Jones’s Wood on 
15 April (Harper’s Weekly, 2 June 1866) two of the flags shown are quite clearly 
representations of the green flag with golden harp. A third flag is also shown 
but the detail is not clear enough for its motif to be deciphered. In addition to 
the flags there were two banners one bearing the inscription, WOLF TONE/ 
CIRCLE/F.B/NEW YORK and the other what appears to be a painting 
of a man in elaborate drapery. 

At an IRB convention in New York on 22 August 1867 the hall was 
“tastefully decorated with American and Irish flags’.* An illustration, in 
the National Museum of Ireland (H 40-1949) taken from a contemporary 
newspaper (probably Harper’s Weekly), of a ‘ Fenian Congress at the Assembly 
Building, Philadelphia’ on 16 October 1866 shows two flags each bearing a 
rayed sun (the one on the left having ERIN across the sun) hanging from a 
balcony. Also hanging from the balcony are four fringed banners each with 
the name of a province on it, thus (from left), ULSTER, MUNSTER, 
CONNAUGHT, and LEINSTER. The speaker’s podium is draped with a 
banner bearing what appears to be a soldier with spear and shield within a 
circle (? a conceptualisation of a member of the ancient Fianna). The door is 


draped with two flags, that of the USA and one which has what appears to be 


x Devoy, Recollections of an Irish Rebel (New York, 1929), p. 276. 
2 Freeman's Journal, 5 Sept. 1867. 
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2 THE IRISH SWORD 


a harp within a circle crowned with a fox supporting. This latter flag is also 
at each side of the door and that on the left has a shamrock in one corner. 
Finally fears of an American Fenian invasion gave rise to rumours like the 
following, that a London Steamer | 


had passed near Roche’s Point a large armed cruiser Aying the Fenian 
nage. 3s 


There is a differentiation here, by another witness who 


informed . . . that . . . he saw no vessel fying the Fenian flag, or a 
green Aag of any kind,’ 


which would indicate that the “Fenian flag’ excepted was different from the 
‘preen lag’. It was a the green flag with a sunburst. 

Most, though not all, of the contemporary references to green flags secm to 
refer to the green flag with the harp in the centre. Examples of these are the 
letter of John Lynch’s dated 3 Jan. 1865 quoted at his trial in which he referred 
to the ‘green Alag Aloating proudly in the breeze’;> a ballad found on Patrick 
Gaffney at Dunlaoire which included the phrase ‘ their green banners waving ’ ;° 
the line ‘ The Green Flag Flying Over Us’ from the song cited at the trial of 
Daniel O’Connell in Tipperary ;’ the heading in a New York paper of 1865 
reading ‘The Green above the Red’;® this sentence from No. 24, vol. 2 of 
The Irish People—‘ Let a few “ men of station”, aldermen or others, raise the 
green flag once more’; and the’ Fenian Proclamation in Scotland calling for 
enrolment under ‘the Green Banner of the Irish Republic ’.* 

Devoy tells us that in 1869 


The women of Tipperary made a beautiful green silk flag for the Sixty 
Ninth Regiment of New York and T. P. O’Connor of Laffana was sent 
out to present it. . . . Though the Regiment carried a green flag, in addition 
to the Stars and Stripes, in all its battles during the Civil War, this Green 
Aag from Tipperary has never been used in public by the Sixty-Ninth but 
has been kept in the regimental armoury.*° 


This fag cannot now be located in the armoury" but it probably was a green 
Alag with golden harp. This again is the flag referred to by Savage in connection 
with the Fenian invasion of Canada in 1866 


3 Freeman's Journal, 4 Oct. 1865. 
4 ibid. 
5 Freeman's Journal, 13 Oct. 1865. 
6 Freeman's Journal, 19 Sept. 1865. 
7 ibid. 
8 Freeman's Journal, 14 Oct. 1865. 
9 Freeman's Journal, 1g March 1967. The Irishman, 16 March 1867. 
10 Devoy, op. cit., p. 312. Another presentation noted was that of a * green silk embroidered flag 
by the Irish ladies of Chicago’ to the Fenian warriors there. (The Irishman, 6 April 1867). 
11 Captain H. Powers (regimental historian) to me § Sept. 1966. The harp appears in the 
quartering of the 69th letterhead and of course was on the flag of the 69th presented to the nation by 
President Kennedy on the occasion of his visit to Ireland. 
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FENIAN FLAGS 3 


At 4 o’clock in the morning (1 June 1866) the Irish fag was displayed 
on British soil by Colonel Starr (of the 17th Infantry) who commanded 
the first two boats.?? 


Savage also talks of Captain J. A. Geary, who had been at the battle of 
Ridgeway, looking ‘forward to the uplifting of the green banner on the old 
soil’. Two of the three fags shown in the 1869 print" of the Battle of Ridgeway 
show the golden harp in a green field, while the third has, in addition, the letters 
IRA (Irish Republican Army) over the harp. 

There are some references to flags which quite clearly refer to the green Alag 
with harp. For example the Fenians at Enniskerry'® and Glencullen’* ‘ carried 
banners of a disloyal character’, and between Dublin and Blessington ‘ one of 
the party (was) carrying a green flag’.1’ In that area Alags found or taken by the 
police have been recorded as follows : 


a green flag with a white harp displayed on it, and a green plume were 
found on the roadside’ 


near Tallaght, while 


one of the men arrested by the Police of the E Division, sent from Kilmainham 
station, carried a small green flag with a harp in the centre."* 


The phrase ‘the green flag” does not always necessarily refer to a green flag. 
with a harp on it. For instance we read in a testimonial to Kavanagh, Sweetman 
and O’Neill on the Erin’s Hope about ‘the Green Flag Aying from the mast 
head ’,2° whereas the flag raised on the ship on Easter Sunday, 29 April 1867 
was ‘the green flag with a sunburst’?! The 1868 drawing of the Erin's Hope 
(see pl. 2 below) shows what appears to be a flag, with a maid-of-Erin harp, 
Aying from the foremast. It may be this as the flag of the country which is being 
saluted. From the mainmast under the commissioning pennant of a ship of war 
the fag with a rayed sun is flying. This is the fag one associates more with the 
Fenians in America. It informed their oratory: for example the motto urged 
by P. C. Hollywood at a Fenian meeting in New York on 18 February 1867 
was ‘then let the sunburst be unfurled °.”? 

There is one reference at least to this type of Hag in use in Ireland. Captain 
Dunne (one of the officers who had returned from the United States) ‘ unfurled 
the sunburst banner’ at Kilmallock.?® The inspiration is probably in the 


12 John Savage, Fenian Heroes and Martyrs (Boston, 1868), p. 389. 

13 op. cit., p. 425. 

14 THE IRISH SWORD, vol. III, No. ro (Summer, 19$7), Opposite p. 17, p. 49- 
15 The Constitution (Cork), 9 March 1867. 

16 Illustrated London News, 16 March 1867. 

17 Freeman's Journal, 8 March 1867. 

18 Freeman's Journal, 7 March 1867. 

19 ibid. 

20 44/1933 (National Museum of Ireland). 

21 The Dock and the Scaffold, p. 66 (Nation publ. 1868, no author named). 
22 Freeman's Journal, 5 March 1867. 

23 The Constitution (Cork), 9 March 1867. 
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4 THE IRISH SWORD 


mythology of the Fianna and it is worth recalling that the organisation’s name in 
America was the Fenian Brotherhood whereas in Ireland it was the Irish 
Republican Brotherhood. Most likely therefore the originator of this theme 
would have been John O’Mahony. 

The Knights of Equity in Buffalo, New York, have a flag which may be 
of Fenian origin. It 1s about 5’ 8x4’. The field has now faded to a dirty brown 
and it has a yellow fringe and a yellow ‘ maid of Erin’ harp which may be much 
later additions. The harp in fact looks more like the An Tostal harp than that 
which one associates with Fenian militaria.** 
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In this connection it is worth noting that the heading of the Flag of Ireland 
(the paper of the IRB from 1868 to 1874 which replaced the Irish People) showed 
i ag with a harp, and that a green flag with golden harp, carried by one of the 
(rish units on the Boer side in the South African war, was originally made by 
i Miss Butler of Harcourt Street for the Fenians.?* There is at present on loan to 
he Fort Etie Historical Society (Ontario) an authenticated flag (fig. 1) carried 


24 This fag was drawn to my attention by Rev. F. J. Litton of the Columban Fathers who also 
\btained a photograph of it for me and who said, having examined the flag, ‘ The harp and fringe seem 
o be new’. He did not know the history or provenance of the flag and on his advice I wrote to the 
resident of the Knights of Equity and to another of their officers but did not get any information 
tom either. Perhaps some reader in New York might be able to investigate it further. 


25 Cf. note by John D. O’Dowd in THE IRISH sworD, vol. V, No. 21 (Winter, 1962), p. 266. 


rT) vi 


Son 


runt grit we 8 

sew gal Ye b 
(om icra pest 
we yaw. ark 


; ins oh 


Pf 
_ “a , 
sf 
7 7 
ees 


Lae Kee ein 
%6 


a 


| 
Pee Sh ii | ~ \ 
YY 980: Te YAR: 


Ta 


FENIAN FLAGS 5 


¢ invasion of Canada 1866. An account of it Is given in the journal of the 
alo and Erie county Historical Society as follows: 

A large green silk flag, very handsome in its day, now faded, tattered and 
torn, 1s one of the treasures of the Historical Society that tells a story. 

It is a souvenir of the Fenian raid from Buffalo into Canada In 1866. 
It was made by the Fenian Sisterhood, a group of women in Buffalo who 
sympathised with “ the cause”; and it was presented by them to the Seventh 
Fenian Regiment in Buffalo, May 6, 1886. Devotion to the cause of which 
it is the emblem must have been deep and genuine, for it led the ladies 
into considerable work and expenditure. The banner, nine fect by six, 
s of fine dark green silk with heavy gold fringe, and is said to have cost 
5250, In the upper left hand corner is a painted sunburst* and the inscrip- 
ton: “Buffalo 7th Regiment, Irish Army of Liberation”. In the body 
of the flag are the words: “ Presented by the Fenian Sisterhood of Buffalo, 
May 6, 1866”. At the left and below one reads: “ Ridgeway and Fort 
sue, June 2, 1866”. This last, obviously, was added at a later date. A 
ritical student of the episode might ask, “ Why ‘ Buffalo 7th Regiment?’ 
What of the preceding six?” We find no record of their organization or 
reir exploits. But that signified nothing. Indeed, such an inquiry throws 
n unwarranted shadow of doubt over the bright achievements of whatever 
‘giment, or fractions of regiment, there may have been. Here is proof that 
1 the Fenian army of 1866 there was—or provision was made for—a 
eventh Regiment. Where the rest of the army was, ot whether it was at all, 

not to the point. It is no more necessary to account for six other regiments 
lan it is, let us say, to account for vast numbers of street cars in Buffalo, 

st because all that are (intermittently) visible are mostly numbered up 
the thousands. 

This beautiful banner, then, of the Irish Army of Liberation, was made 

aforesaid, by the Misses Ann and Maria Cruice, and other devoted ladies - 

‘the Sisterhood; and on Sunday evening, May 6, 1866, at the home of a 
t. Gallagher, at Sixth Street (now Front avenue) and Carolina street, it 
is presented to the Fenian Brotherhood. No account is found, in the local 
ess of the time, of the presentation ceremonies. We may safely assume 
it they were enthusiastic. That the Alag fell into appreciative hands, is 
tain. When, a little later, the invasion of Canada was undertaken from 
ffalo, the color-bearer crossed the Niagara river on a scow (according 
one witness, on a canal-boat), and shared in all the incidents of the 
npaign. One would think that so glorious a banner would have been 
ded as jealously as life itself; but strange to say, when the forces finally 
rched for the field of action, near Ridgeway, the green and gold flag 
} missing. Through an excess of devotion, no doubt, one patriot had 
loined it, detached it from its staff, and wound its silken folds about his 
ly, under his clothing. When the colors were found to be missing, all 
men were lined up and searched—and the flag was found. Later, ’tis 
» It was in the possession of a representative of the United States Govern- 
—captured and retained, possibly, by the United States consul at 
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6 THE IRISH SWORD 


Fort Eric. History ts here and there inadequate as to its fortunes; but certain 
it is that some three months later Danicl Cruice, the doughty blacksmith 
brother of Ann and Maria, had possession of it, finally giving it to his sister 
Maria. (The Buffalo Directory of the time does not list the name “ Cruice ”, 
though it has “ Cruse” and “ Cruise ”.) Maria Cruice became Mrs. James 
McElroy, and retained possession of the Alag until her death in March, rgo2. 
In December following, Mr. McElroy presented it to the Historical Society, 
at a Sunday afternoon meeting, Mr. D. E. Mahoney sharing in the 
presentation exercises. To him we are indebted for some of the fore-going 
incidents. The late Andrew Langdon, then president of the Society, 
accepted this truly historic relic, which has since been preserved in the 
museum of the Society. 
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The flag bears evidence of its baptism of fire, being riddled and torn in 
its most splended portion—the sunburst—presumably by British bullets. 
It is said to have been carried into action, at the head of the invaders, at the 
battle of Ridgeway. There were in all some seven or eight flags carried by 
the Fenians, most of them green with the harp emblem. 


*The footnote reference read as follows: 

The sunburst was an accepted emblem of the Brotherhood. In their 
operations at this period they used three flags: the Stars and Stripes, the 
-green flag with the Irish harp, and the green flag with the sunburst. The 
Fenian Volunteer, the weekly paper which Patrick el started in Buffalo 
in 1867, had an elaborate engraved heading which showed all three of 


these flags.*® 


The heading referred to is illustrated herewith from a copy of the Fenian 
Volunteer in the National Library of Ireland (fig. 2). 


26 Book of the Museum, vol. XKV, 1921, pp. 263-265. (Buffalo Historical Society.) The earlier 
numbers of The Fenian Volunteer depicted only one fag—the flag with the harp. The change took place 
between vol. 1, No. 36 and vol. 1, No. 43 (ie. between 21 Sept. and 28 Dec. 1867). 
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FENIAN FLAGS 7 


Our third category is the inspiration of the Hag of the USA. That flag itself 
was used on the Catalpa on its memorable rescue trip to Australia. The sole 
authentic Fenian flag so far noted in Ireland is that illustrated in this number of 
THE IRISH SWORD, pl. 1, frontispiece. It was recent] acquired by the National 
Museum of Ireland. Measuring 4’x 3’ in green silk it he 4 rows each of 8 golden 


stars embroidered on it. This Aag was ‘carried by the Fenians on the/night of 
sth March 1867" as a note written in ink on the back of it reads. The note was 
signed “Domk. F. Burke/Sub Inspector’ and dated ‘ Rathfarnham/sth 6th 
March 1867’. Sub Inspector Burke, who was awarded the Irish Constabulary 
award of merit medal (fig. 3) for his bravery at the battle of Tallaght,*’ obviously 
retained the lag himself'as a souvenir.** Had it been handed up for use as evidence 


in the trials it is most likely that i would since have vanished as all the others 
referred to seem to have done. Trials show up other references to the Stars and 
Stripes or its influence. Two ballad singers, Ryan and Carty, were tried at 
ee in September 1865, charged with having sung a ballad containing 
¢ lines 
Then hurrah for the land of the stars and stripes 
And old Ireland’s liberty?® 


27 This medal was acquired with the flag by the National Museum of Ireland from Sub Inspector 
Burke’s daughter. 

28 Published accounts of the battle (e.g. Freeman's Journal, 7 March 1867) make no reference to the - 
flag. It was not unusual for such souvenirs to be retained, as is obvious from the note in the Freeman's 
Journal, 7 March 1867 concerning the flag left near Stepaside. 

29 Freeman's Journal, 22 September 1865. 
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8 THE IRISH SWORD 


while in another place ‘two itinerant Fenian minstrels named Rourke’ sang 
what was obviously the same ballad but the offending lines are recorded as 


Hurrah for the Stars and Stripes 
And Ireland’s liberty.*° 


During the trials of the Fenian pikemaker Moore and his landlord George 
Gilles reference was made to the capture of 


a coloured drawing of a fag showing four stripes and thirty two stars*? 


interpreted by Gilles as follows 


the stripes on the flag that was found represented the four provinces, and 
the stars the 32 counties in Ireland.*2 


There are some intriguing questions raised by the evidence of Gilles. Sections 
from the course of his inquisition went as follows: 


Bess I see the painted copy of the fag produced, I painted one like it 
myself. i 

Barry, Q.C.: Where did you see one like it ? 
iol : I saw one like it in a picture shop, and I took my own construction 
of it. 

BaRRY, Q.C.: Where did you see a flag with four stripes for the four 
provinces, and thirty two stars for the thirty-two counties ? 

GILLES: I did not see one like that exactly, I partly know the national emblems. 

Barry, Q.C.: Did you see one like that before ? 

GILLES: Not like it a painting. 

Barry, Q.C.: Do you swear you painted one like it? 

GILLEs: I did. 

Barry, Q.C.: You put in yourself the four stripes and thirty two stars. 

GILLES: Yes.*” 


One conclusion from this might be that inspired by miniature USA flags 
in shop windows Gilles constructed his own version of an Irish Hag based on 
the USA symbolism. What colours he used are now not known. It would be 
expected that he would use green, white and orange, yellow, or gold but there is a 
further intriguing answer of his, not published in the Freeman's Journal account 
and recorded without the question which provoked it. It reads as follows : 


Mine was painted more of the red or pink than the yellow.** 


Perhaps the stars were ‘red or pink’. Unless the drawing itself turns up I am 
afraid this particular flag will remain an enigma. 


30 Freeman's Journal, 9 October 1865. 

31 Freeman's Journal, 4 October 1865. 

32 Freeman’s Journal, 3 October 1865. 

33 Freeman’s Journal, 6 October 1865. 

34 Police and Crime Records. Fenian Briefs No. 1. Copies of Informations 5 October 1865. 
Informations No. 2 by George A. F. Gilles p, .27. (State Paper Office). 
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